In recent years, footprint indicators have emerged as a popular mode of reporting 59 environmental performance. The prospect is that these simplified metrics will guide 60 investors, businesses, public sector policymakers and even consumers of everyday goods 61 and services in making decisions which lead to better environmental outcomes. However, 62 without a common "DNA", the ever expanding lexicon of footprints lacks coherence and 63 may even report contradictory results for the same subject matter (1). The danger is that 64 this will ultimately lead to policy confusion and general mistrust of all environmental 65 disclosures. 66
Footprints are especially interesting metrics because they seek to express the 67 environmental performance of products and organizations from a life cycle perspective.
68
The life cycle perspective is important to avoid misleading claims based only on a selected 69 life cycle stage. For example, the water used to manufacture beverages may be important, 70 but if a beverage includes sugar, irrigation water used to cultivate sugarcane could be a 71 greater concern. The focus on environmental performance distinguishes footprints from 72 technical efficiency measures, such as energy use efficiency or water use efficiency, which 73 typically only make sense when applied to a single life cycle stage as they lack local 74 environmental context. 75
However, unlike technical efficiency, which can usually be accurately measured and 76 verified, footprint indicators, with their wider view of environmental performance, are 77 usually calculated using models which can differ in scope, complexity and model 78 parameter settings. Despite the noble intention of using footprints to evaluate and report 79 environmental performance, the potential inconsistency between different approaches acts 80 as a deterrent to use in many public policymaking and business contexts and can lead to 81 confusing and contradictory messages in the marketplace. 82
Building on the international standards 83
One way to achieve consistency in footprints is to start with the foundation of the 84 international standards describing environmental management from a life cycle 85 perspective, i.e. ISO 14040 and 14044. These international standards pre-date the recent 86 broad-based popular interest in footprints and do not address the subject directly. is working on generic guidance to support the coherent development and application of 107 footprint indicators addressing any subject of stakeholder concern -defined now or in the 108 future (4). 109
Defining attributes 110
Footprints seek to condense complicated environmental information into a metric that 111 society can use to make choices that can be expected to lead to improved environmental 112 outcomes within the scope covered by the footprint. We have identified four defining 113 attributes that should characterise all footprint indicators. 114
Environmental relevance: When aggregating data, having common units is necessary, but 115 not sufficient; environmental equivalence is needed. To illustrate, it would not be 116 environmentally meaningful to aggregate emissions of different greenhouse gases without 117 first applying factors, such as those published by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 118
Change describing the relative global warming potentials. Similarly, to assess the 119 environmental performance of consumptive water use along a supply chain it is necessary 120 to apply a model which accounts for differences in local water availability. 121
Accurate terminology: A footprint indicator addresses a specific subject of environmental 122 concern and the indicator's name must reflect the scope and not be misleading. 
Multiple benefits 140
In the European Union, the proliferation of inconsistent footprint methodologies has been 141 identified as the underlying issue hampering the functioning of a market for green products 142 (5). 
